Adrian Sotelo

Prof. Mallin

Shakespeare in Video Games


The focus of this past class has been Shakespeare in the movies. Well, I am an advocate of video games, and I believe that they hold the same importance and clout as movies and in some respects go the next level. So I have decided to, in similar fashion, also go the next level and present to you Shakespeare in video games. To many the idea might sound a little kooky and completely ridiculous, but it is my aim to show that this claim is not only well founded but also that indeed the presence of Shakespeare is strong in this relatively new type of medium. 


What do Pac-man and Space Invaders have to do with Shakespeare? Well, first I need emphasize the point that these are not representative examples of the modern day video game, and they haven’t been for the past fifteen years. At the same time I don’t want to entirely disregard them. Even these games have a Shakespearian element to them. They both touch on a fundamental human quality. There is the player and there are enemies. In these games the two were pitted against each other in either a head on battle, or a fight or flight scenario. This is conflict, and conflict is the very essence of drama. Shakespeare’s plays, be they comedies, romances, or otherwise were all about drama. This in itself is a key similarity between one of Shakespeare’s works and any video game from Pong to Final Fantasy. This similarity is fundamental but very abstract. So, I’m going to focus on similarities that are more tangible.


The modern video game like I said is not like Pac-man. The modern video game is more goal oriented rather than simply trying to survive as long as possible or trying to get the high score. The modern video game has dynamic characters; these characters interact with each other. These interactions form a plot that takes place in an environment which reflects the real world just like in a movie or a play. They are indeed complete works of storytelling. Shakespeare drew on sources from the past for his works, he drew from Homer and from Virgil; he drew on Chaucer to get inspiration for his plays. The modern video game creator draws on the same sources, but the modern video game creator also draws on Shakespeare. This is evident from such simple examples as these: in Vagrant Story two of the main characters are named Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. In Blood Omen: The Legacy of Kain the main character, Kain, holds up Nuprator’s head and proclaims “Alas poor Nuprator I knew him…” These may be slightly trivial examples, but they at least prove that the creators of these games were at least familiar with Shakespeare’s works. Of course, more substantial examples do exist. Take Macbeth. If Shakespeare ever wrote a horror play then this would probably be it. The dark mood of the play is achieved through the use of atmosphere and other techniques. Much like in the game Blood Omen: The Legacy of Kain. In Both works prophecy plays a major role in the actions of our protagonists. Also in both, it is the half-truth nature of these prophecies where the trouble lies. In Macbeth the witches’ prediction leads Macbeth to act in a manner that perhaps he normally wouldn’t. It is almost as if Macbeth is a puppet and the prophecy is the strings. Kain, our game’s protagonist, has a similar encounter with an Oracle. (Video) The circumstances are slightly different but the basis is the same. Kain is manipulated against his will, because he, like Macbeth, is all to eager to believe that the information is to his benefit. In truth, in this example the similarities lie closer between the witches and the Oracle rather than between the Kain and Macbeth. Both the weird sisters and the Oracle use their knowledge to cause mischief, and play puppeteer with what they tell people, in other words, with their words. (Video) The Oracle uses his speeches to the rally crowds and to manipulate Kain in order to get what he wants, much in the same fashion as Lady Macbeth. Now whether Denis Dyack did this consciously or not doesn’t matter, the idea is there. Kain has a similarity to another Shakespearian character: Titus Andronicus. Titus had a great love for his family and his sons, but he wasn’t particularly good at keeping them safe. As a matter of fact, on stage, the first of Titus’s sons was killed by Titus himself, much like Kain. Kain builds an empire for his kind, furthermore all his kind could be said to be Kain’s children. Kain is a great patriarch of his people. Kain was the only Vampire left. He created his lieutenants and they created the five clans that compose the entire vampire race of Kain’s empire. Kain believed Vampires to be superior form of life and thus felt a need to populate the world with more like him. This could be construed as a type of love. After all wouldn’t someone want to protect something he has created? (Video) But much like Titus the first to die does so by the father’s own hand, and the rest follow suit. All killed by an act of fratricide.


Back to Macbeth. In Macbeth Shakespeare brought up an issue that is dealt with in the third installment of the Legacy of Kain series. Fatalism, was Macbeth bound to the prophecy? Was it at all possible that he ignore his wife and be content with his station in life? Or was the chain of events that transpired the only way things could have happened because they were predestined. Kain proclaims, “Time is like a flowing river and we are like pebbles. A pebble cannot change the course of the river.” This is a main theme in Macbeth and the central theme in Soul Reaver 2. Hamlet also lends an element or two to Blood Omen. In Hamlet it is the ghost of Hamlet’s father that sets the entire action of the play into motion. It could be said that it plays the role of Hamlet’s guide. The situation is similar in Blood Omen. In this case it is not quite Kain’s father, but at least it is his predecessor. The main point being that it is a ghost that sets the wheels turning, and it is a ghost that guides Kain’s actions. The same is true in another game entitled Eternal Darkness. Hamlet, Blood Omen, and Eternal Darkness all offer stories in which there is a spirit teetering on the border of this world and Hell, which both instigates and guides the main characters. Also in Blood Omen: The Legacy of Kain, in case you haven’t already noticed from the videos there exists a theatrical technique that any Shakespeare fan might find familiar, the soliloquy. That’s right the soliloquy exists in a video game. As a matter of fact due to the first person narration style of the Legacy of Kain series, all the games are riddled with them.


Among Shakespeare’s works there are plays that were written as histories, or at least this is how we consider them. These are plays in which the stories are dramatized, of course, but are based on historical figures. This is not very uncommon in video games either. There are games that take the player from the romance of the three kingdoms of China to the battles of the American Revolution. There is one history that sort of stands out above the others, however, and that history is Henry V. Henry V was and is considered among Shakespeare’s countrymen one of the best if not the best king in their history. So, Henry V was a play that both Shakespeare and his audience could take pride in. I might even venture to say that it was a patriotic work, which offered some respect to English history. Well, in the same way, there is one historical video game that stands out above the rest. Kessen tells the story of Ieyasu Tokugawa, one of the most important figures in Japanese history second only to Emperor Meiji if he’s second to anyone at all. 

In Henry IV Hal plays around a lot but he talks about his future like he knows he has to do great things, like he has the weight of destiny on his shoulders. Tokugawa in Kessen also believes it his destiny to rule. This gives the two characters a dramatic similarity. It turns out they also seem to have historical one as well. It is my understanding that Henry V’s father was an usurper to the throne. Well, Tokugawa was a bit of a usurper as well, but both men are respected as great historical figures. 


Hopefully by now I have convinced you that there are several parallels between some of Shakespeare’s works and some video games. But these are all just stories. I mean every new story is just a re-telling of an old one, just with the details a little differently. Every story can be related to any other story. So, as far as Shakespeare in video games goes, let me delve a little deeper, language. Shakespeare is largely considered the greatest user of the English language. Whether you agree or not, no one can deny that Shakespeare knew the power of language. He hints at it numerous times in his plays. Lady Macbeth goads her husband on with her words, as do the three witches. It can be said that in the tempest Prospero’s magic was connected to language through his books, and his speech. The video game creator, or at least the good one, also appreciates the power of language. 


In Summoner the designers even decide to incorporate this power into their story line. In the world of Summoner there is the island of Iona, and on this island the monks there dedicate their lives to the study of Aosi the language of the gods. This language is written in strange glyphs that move and shift as you read them. The interesting part is that the monks of Iona would tell you that everything in the world of Summoner is written in Aosi, the sea, the people, the grass, the animals, everything. They would tell you that if you could write a tree in Aosi then that tree would come into being. The idea is very weird at first until you think about a novel or a short story. Everything in those works, the characters, the settings, everything in the world of that fiction is composed only of words and nothing more. So, language can create images, and the better you are at using language the better the images come out. On top of that people who know how to put the right words together and who know how to choose the right ones to express some meaning they can have the power to sway people’s minds, and appeal to someone’s emotions. Also language is not just the words, but it is also how they are communicated. Imagine the difference between hearing Shakespeare’s plays performed by a bunch of students in a Shakespeare class and then performed by a professional Shakespeare company. The gulf between the two is massive and that is also one of the secrets to using language effectively, its delivery. The creators of Summoner are not the only onesthat  know this. The creators of Blood Omen: The Legacy of Kain were also very aware of this fact and they used it to their advantage. 


See, up until Blood Omen’s release in 1996 all video games were primarily text based. Legacy of Kain was the first game to be completely spoken, and for video games this was a revolution. Character’s were given knew life because their language gave new insight into their personalities. You could now hear Kain’s cynicism and disdain. Malek’s hate, Vorador’s confidence, Moebius’s rhetoric, all clear as day. The people at Silicon Knights, the company that created this game, were aware of the strength strong language could give to their work, just like Shakespeare. The descriptions, the dialogue, everything is given more life thanks to the proper use of language. I’m not saying that the script writer of Silicon Knights is the modern day Shakespeare or anything like that, but I would be remiss if his dialogue was not modeled, at least in part, on Shakespeare. Blood Omen is not the only game either. Soul Reaver, Eternal Darkness, Summoner, all are games that benefit from knowing that language is a powerful tool. Not every game succeeds in commanding language, but plenty do. 


There is also another dimension to language in video games. Shakespeare was the master of the English language, but a video game programmer has to worry about more than just the English language, he also has to worry about the computer language. It is very easy for us when we watch a video game to fall into the habit of thinking of it as just like a movie. We like to think that there is a camera, and if the programmer wants a different shot or a different angle all he has to do is move the camera. This is not the case. The truth is video games are no different then say a spreadsheet or a word processor. It’s just that a video game is more complicated. The programmer is writing the game using his computer language, just like a novelist uses the English language to write his novel. The difference is the computer language, which has its own rules and vocabulary, can create images that are not just for the minds eye but for our physical ones as well. I think this is a lot closer to what the monks on Iona described Aosi to be. When you see a video game character move on the screen what’s really happening is that computer language running through the computer and generating images while it does. When you compare games like Soul Reaver to games like Pac-man it’s easy to see that Soul Reaver is much more sophisticated. That is because the language used to create Soul Reaver is that much more sophisticated. So just like a well put together speech, the quality of the result is dependent on how well those words and sentences are chosen and put together. Now you ask ‘what does this have to do with Shakespeare? He didn’t have anything to do with computers or any of that.’ This is true, but just as Shakespeare was an expert at using the English language; I feel it is important to recognize the game programmer as an expert of his own language in a purpose that was the same as Shakespeare: storytelling. 


I talk about the English language and computer language and all that, but what really is language. Language is more than just words. It’s how we express ideas, and emotions. It’s images and sounds. It’s the way someone looks at you or how they touch you. Take for example the opening sequence to Anubis. (video) It’s all in Japanese so unless you know Japanese, you won’t know what they’re saying. However, despite the fact that you might not know the meanings of the words, the ideas the game is trying to tell still get across. Why? Because the images, the music, the sound effects, the pauses, they all convey the idea. The way the people talk do this as well; you might not know what they are saying but the way they say it betrays their purpose instantly. All these things are the language of the game because language is more than just words; it’s how we communicate. Shakespeare’s works were so successful because he had command over the English language and was adept at the language of a play, and by that I mean things like scenery, exit and exeunt, addressing the audience, etc. One way video games are similar to Shakespeare is that the successful ones have good language behind them. 


Video games have another thing in common with Shakespeare. Shakespeare was a populist. Regardless of how masterfully he created one his plays the final product was still meant to sell tickets. To do so his plays had to appeal to the crowd and give them what they want. The collective works of Shakespeare are entertainment. Shakespeare deserves a lot of credit in this respect though. In a single play he could please Kings and Queens and peasants alike. Titus Andronicus was no doubt written in the manner it was so that it could give the audience a lot of violence, which was a very popular thing in Shakespeare’s time, in the time before Shakespeare, in our time, and in the time after our time. Video games are the same. It doesn’t really matter how great or revolutionary a video game is; its primary purpose is to sell. Games like Quake and Unreal tournament give its players what they want: a lot of things to kill and big guns to kill them with. There is one game that’s whole premise is to incorporate every human vice, and excite the player with sex and violence, and it does it to the point of being ridiculous. Grand Theft Auto: Vice City is the Titus Andronicus of video games. In this game you can rob a store with an AK-47, shoot up some drugs you stole, and go on a killing frenzy with a chain saw while you’re virtually “high”, and if that wasn’t enough testosterone you can also blow up someone’s car with a rocket launcher and then pick up a prostitute afterwards. In this game you do things that were they in real life would make Charles Manson look like Mr. Rogers, but in the game it’s all just fun.


So I hope I have achieved my goal in convincing you that there is a strong Shakespeare element in video games, both in an abstract way, as in with language, and in a more concrete way with the parallels I drew between some of his works and games like Blood Omen. 

PAGE  
9

